Getting the upper hand in the fight against the spread of HIV/AIDS requires a much faster expansion in HIV prevention efforts, says a joint UNAIDS/World Health Organization report on the epidemic. In sub-Saharan Africa alone, a comprehensive prevention and treatment package "would avert 55% of new infections that otherwise would be expected to occur until 2020," it says.
"It is clear that a rapid increase in the scale and scope of HIV prevention programmes is urgently needed," said Peter Piot, the executive director of UNAIDS, when he launched the report in Delhi, India, this week. "The reality is that the AIDS epidemic continues to outstrip national efforts to contain it," he said. But the UNAIDS chief pointed out that sustained HIV prevention programmes have also "played a key part in bringing down infections" in some countries. Prevention, treatment, care, and impact mitigation goals need to be pursued simultaneously, the report recommends.
Countries also need to pour more human and institutional resources on the scale required, it says. In 2005, there were an estimated 4.9 million new infections bringing the total number of people living with HIV worldwide to a record 40.3 million, up from 37.5 million in 2003.
Despite decreases in the rate of infections in some countries, overall the number of people living with HIV increased in all regions, with the exception of the Caribbean, with the steepest increases reported in Eastern Europe and central Asia. Also, about 3.1 million people, including 570 000 children, died of AIDS related illnesses this year, says the report.
Sub-Saharan Africa remains the hardest hit, accounting for two thirds of all people living with HIV, the largest number of new infections (3.2 million), and the largest number of AIDS related deaths (2.4 million).
On a more hopeful note, the report says that evidence shows that HIV "does yield to determined and sustained interventions," and cites reductions in HIV prevalence in Kenya, Uganda, Zimbabwe, and other nations.
In Kenya, HIV prevalence in adults declined from 10% in the late 1990s down to 7% in 2003, and included a dramatic drop in prevalence among pregnant women from 28% in 1999 to 9% in 2003.
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Number of people infected with HIV worldwide reaches 40m
John Zarocostas Geneva 60 Current efforts to curb the spread of sexually transmitted infections in the United Kingdom are failing, the head of the government's infectious disease surveillance agency has said.
Pat Troop, chief executive of the Health Protection Agency, said that the latest figures, in the agency's third annual surveillance report on HIV and sexually transmitted infections, present "a grim picture." "The information contained in this report makes clear that transmission of HIV and [sexually transmitted infections] are not being controlled by current efforts," she stated in her foreword. "More needs to be done at a local and at a national level if we are to prevent these infections," she concluded.
The report, which was published this week, covers returns from UK sexual health clinics in 2004. The figures show that some progress has been made in screening. More than 90% of HIV positive pregnant women were diagnosed before they gave birth. And voluntary HIV testing among gay men at clinics rose to 79%, up from 50% in 2000.
But infection data among gay men were considerably less encouraging. Estimated rates of new HIV infections stood at 3%, while cases of ciprofloxacin resistant gonorrhoea more than doubled from 11% in 2003 to 25%.
New diagnoses of HIV infection among black African people remained high. Most of these infections were acquired overseas, but the number of black and ethnic minority adults who probably became infected in the UK has been rising steadily from around 95 in 2000 to 249 in 2004, says the report.
Chlamydia remained the most commonly diagnosed sexually transmitted infection, increasing by 223% since 1995.
New diagnoses of gonorrhoea were also highest among young adults. 
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